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Brian Oakley and Kenneth Owen, Aluey- tain’s Strategic Computing Initiative 
(MIT Press, London, 1990), Price g24.95 (hardback), ISBN 0-2620l!W38-7. 
“What Was Alvey?” is the title of the first chapter of this book. It goes on to 
offer nine definitions drawing out different facets of the f350 million programme 
of collaborative, strategic research in advanced information technology which took 
on the name of the chairman of the committee that had recommended the UK 
should have a national programme. Anyone familiar with the British computing 
scene would have had to have led an ,:xtraordinarily sheltered existence during the 
1980s to avoid encountering the programme. It was not simply the scope of tech- 
nologies covered, spanning VLSI, software engineering, knowledge-based systems 
and man-machine interface; nor the breadth of the participation, including virtually 
all major companies and every academic institution with research capability in these 
areas. The Alvey Programme took on a broader significance as the pioneer for 
collaboration between firms and for academic-industrial collaboration, forming the 
model for many subsequent initiatives. In its scale it was well beyond any national 
programme sanctioned before or since and, as this book makes clear, it required 
exceptional circumstances for it to gain approval from a Conservative government 
known to dislike corporatist approaches and market intervention. 
This book is a combined effort by Brian Oakley, founding director of the Alvey 
Programme and Kenneth Owen who was an editorial consultant o the Programme. 
Their contributions are distinct within the book: Oakley gives a personal and 
sometimes remarkably frank account of his experiences as director and concludes 
the book with his own evaluation of whether it was all worthwhile; Owen provides 
the background and weaves together a wide range of testimonies from participants 
and others with an interest. I found it helpful to see exactly where each view was 
coming from but some readers might find the extensive quotation makes parts of 
the book disjointed and the chronology hard to follow. Also, while there were 
advantages to letting the contributions by the authors speak for themselves, some 
of them would have benefitted from a more critical perspective. 
Alvey was never out of the public eye, with the technical press in particular d-ways 
keen to seize on criticisms, as Oakley laments in the book. Nevertheless, some of 
ihe more publicised problems are given an extended airing. These iaclude an early 
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decision to purchase ten GEC Series 63 computers against he wishes of the research 
community (who wanted American equipment), and the prolonged deliberations 
which culminated in Plessey’s withdrawal from one of the largest projects, the 
Speech-input wordprocessor demonstrator. In each case the accounts are refreshingly 
balanced and free from self-justification. 
The book is stronger in its coverage of the earlier part of the Programme, in part 
because this corresponded with Oakley’s period in office. It was written before many 
of the technical outcomes became clear. Nevertheless I found the last chapter, the 
ex-Director’s assessment of whether it was all worthwhile, the most interesting. A 
recurring theme is the contrast between the technical achievements of Alvey and 
the lack of industrial will and resources to exploit them. The VLSI area comes under 
particular scrutiny in this respect, bearing in mind that during the course of the 
Programme, the number of larger UK firms involved was reduced from five to one 
or two. A serious question is raised 2s to why so much public money was invested 
in this area if, as is argued, the writing was already on the wall at the time. 
Not all is pessimism; the benefits of collaboration and the creation of a community 
of researchers remain, as do a number of successes in exploitation. With a suitably 
mythical touch, the book concludes that government cannot continue to abdicate 
its role and like Camelot, the age of cooperation will return. The implication is that 
the industry has now entered the Dark Ages. 
The main question in reviewing this book is whether it is of interest to those not 
directly involved in Alvey (for whom it makes compulsive reading)? The answer is 
positive. The candour with which it is written is a rare example of open government 
in the UK and provides a platform from which more detailed lessons relevant to 
anyone interested in research, as sponsor or participant, may benefit. 
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Greg MichaeIson, An Introduction tu Functional Programming through Lambda Calculus 
(Addison-Wesley, Wokingham, United Kingdom, 1990), Price ;E 17.95 (paperback), 
ISBN O-201-17812-5. 
The title is an apt description of the book. In his own words, the author sets the 
A-calculus as “a universal machine code for programming languages” and uses it 
as such to lead the reader to an understanding of the principles of functional 
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